Honoured and moved, I wish to remember the Master, colleague and friend, the brilliant professor who will remain in the thoughts of many not only for his scientific contribution but also for his humanity. Only when you experience the pain of a great loss you understand that human relations are what really matters and how the dialogue with someone who is no longer with us does not stop.
His attention then turned to cell biology and the theoretical and biotechnological recurrences of symbiosis between plants and micro-organisms (especially plants with mycorrhizal fungi and leaf endophytes). He was the Director of the first Advanced NATO Research Workshop devoted to the cellular interaction of animal, plant and microbial symbionts, as well as a member of the International Society of Symbiosis.
He was a supporter of the plausibility of the symbiotic origin of the eukaryote cell and enjoyed personal relations with many famous scientists, such including as the U.S. Lynn Margulis, to whom we are indebted to for the serial endosymbiotic theory (SET), and Marcello Barbieri, author of the Ribotypical Theory regarding the origins of life.
He believed that the use of the mutualistic symbioses of plants and soil fungi was possible within the sphere of a sustainable agriculture. This idea, which was dear to him, is now being achieved in many parts of the world, and is slowly becoming widespread also throughout Italy. I think he understood, before his death, that his prediction was right, yet he did not like to boast. While being an advocate of so-called 'soft' biotechnologies, he was open to the much discussed innovation brought about by the studies on genetically modified organisms.
"The opinion makers who talk of GMOs are, for the most part, successful know-it-alls and the people choose a priori whether to approve or disagree, independently of any technical information they have available. The division, in the end, is between those whose biosphere includes an equilibrium whose harmony must not be disturbed and those who see it as an open terrain whose evolution is governed by humanity. The war of GMOs is the war between the botanical aesthete of Junger (anti-GMOs) and the worker, Spengler (pro GMO). Strangely enough, however, the Junger aesthetes nurture Messianic expectations in the wake gene therapy while Spengler's workers take little heed in assessing to what extent GMOs can be helpful in the extreme environments of our world or in the defence against pathogens in large crop growth. This is the worst kind of situation for an impartial evaluation of the pros and cons of recombinant DNA technology and of its effects in ethical, social, economic and eco-logical terms and of life styles of populations [...] a GMO is only the logical development of genetic improvement techniques and of bio-production, which has been in use throughout XX century and not the magic for 'governing evolution (or, at least not any more so, than it has been governed by hybridisation alongside breeding and agriculture selection ever since Neolithic times)' (Rivista di Biologia, Biology Forum 96 (2003) , pp. 181-188).
It was the soft biotechnologies (cell cultures, micro-propagation, secondary metabolite production and their features) that especially interested him. From the late 80s, he worked above all on the application of advanced biotechnologies on aromatic and medicinal plants, in cooperation with Massimo Maffei, and on the development of in vitro and field techniques for the implementation of endophyte fungi in fine chemistry and sustainable agriculture, especially working with a student of his, Marco Mucciarelli.
S. Scannerini was the author of 254 publications on Botany, Cell Biology, Microbiology, Theoretical Biology and the History of Biology, including books and/or chapters invitations to contribute to books published in Italy and abroad (Germany and the USA).
As I have already mentioned, he was a good professor. His students admired, respected and feared him. Yet, those who had an opportunity to know him better, such as post-graduates and PhD students, loved him. He had that charm only the truly learnt and 'elegant' can inspire. To some he seemed of another time, reminiscent of the Renaissance. In other words, he was a 'true' university professor, with an incredible charismatic force. His lessons were not simply limited to the subject on hand, but very often spanned current events, art and history. Similarly, his interests also spanned many different areas of human knowledge. He was member of the Administration Board of the Luigi Firpo Foundation for Studies of Political Thought. He dealt with theoretical biology, 'soft' biotechnologies and the study of the Shroud. In the late 80s, he was actively engaged in the inception of the II Facultà di Scienze MFN Sciences of the Università di Torino in Alessandria, backing its transformation to become a Faculty in the new University, the Università del Piemonte Orientale, which I am honoured to be part of. His interests were never limited to plant and microbe biology − as of the 80s, he began to take an interest in the Shroud, studying the botanical traces to be found on it and, most especially, taking up the research of the pollens found on the cloth itself, by Max Frei Sulzer in the 70s. He wrote many scientific articles for books and reviews on the subjects and held conferences and conventions on the Shroud. In the 90s he was asked to take part in the International Committee for the Conservation of the Shroud by Cardinal Saldarini, who invested him with the delicate and burdensome task of improving the preservation conditions of the relic. His contribution was not only highly qualified but also paramount in the study and achievement of new conservation conditions and modes. He completed this work, after a long running and progressive series of changes and restoration works, in 2002. In 2000, he led the international symposium, 'The Turin Shroud: past, present and future', held in Turin in the March, which triggered a new commitment of research and analysis at an international level, which is still in progress. He was member of the International Centre of Shroud Studies and of the Scientific Committee of the 'Sindon' review.
In the latter years, he gradually became less involved in research activities, devoting more of his time to the Academies he was proud to belong to. He was correspondent Fellow of the Accademia Nazionale dei Lincei, President of the Accademia di Agricoltura di Torino, president of the UNASA (Unione Nazionale delle Accademie delle Scienze per il progresso dell'Agricoltura, la tutela Ambientale e la sicurezza Alimentare) (National Union of the Academies of Sciences for advancement in Agriculture, Environment Protection and Food Safety), National Life Fellow of the Accademia delle Scienze di Torino, Correspondent Fellow of the Accademia dei Georgofili di Firenze, of the Istituto Lombardo di Scienze e Lettere di Milano, of the Accademia nazionale di Agricoltura di Bologna.
He also managed to take an interest in scientific communication (he was firmly of the mind that science should not be isolated in an ivory tower) and published many articles and books.
I would like to finish by remembering not only the distinguished man of 'science' but also the friend who was always there to listen attentively and to give impartial advice, the father who loved to speak of his sons, the thoughtful husband always aware of who had been beside him for many years, the man, in other words, as Montaigne wrote, who loved his 'backshop'.
